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Abstract

A nationa1.survey of Directors of ;peciai Educatiqn was conducted
to ascertgin (a) the number of students refe:red for psychoe;:cational
heva]uation,‘(b) the number of refe;:ed students evaluated, and (c) the
'number of evaluated students p]aced in special education programs Fou
each ef the sthool ygars dur1ng 1977-80, the percentage of referred stu-

W L]
dents who were. eva]uated was reported as 92% and the percentage of eval-

,.

'uated-studentsl!ho received special education was 73%. Although-the

probabifities associated with the evaluation of referred students and 7
de]ivery of special education servicés to evaluated students were high,

there was considerable variance; there were differences between rural,

.

'urbanﬁfend suburban commuﬁities, and between deoghaphic_regions of the

e . 3 *

U.S. Four explanations for the‘%indings are discussed.
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'+ Probabilities Associated-with the.Referra1-to-P1acement Process
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Between October 1976 and December 1980 the number of students

L ]

served 1n special educat1on 1ncreased by near]y 600, 000 from 3 586, 804

to 4;185 076 This is near]y a-17% 1ncrease in. the numbers of students

served. Recent]y, educators have expressed concern about, and debated

» . ° >

the reasons for, th1s sigpificant increase.’ At least four kinds of'argu-

" ments are heard ’ )
- hd ~
The f1rst argument is that Pub11c.Law 94-142 was .intended. to prov1de

serv1ces for 1ncreased,numbers of prev1ous1y unsenved students (Ba]]ard
& Zette] 1977), and that under mandates for ch11d find and de]xvery of .
services to individuals between 3 and 21 years of age, schoo]s f1na11y‘are ‘

beginning to serve all this nation's handicapped students.

a0

& ~A second exp]anation i5 an economic cne. In Public law 94-142 it

AT \ FEN
. .

was argued that:. . ' 'f
v '
Developments in’ the tra1nﬂng of teacMers and in d1agnost1c
., and 1nstruct1ona1 ‘procedures and methods have advanced to
the poin% that,: .given appropriate funding, state and loecal
edutation agencies can andwill ‘provide e¥fective spec1a1
educat1on and related services to meet the needs of handa—

capped students. - (U.s. Sehate, p. ,776) N

14

-

Proponents of this exp]anat1on argue that an 1ncrease 1n the numbers of
, ‘ 4
students served is a. 1og1ca1 consequence*of increased funding.
A~ v, L ~

A third Explanat1on 'is one stress1ng that 1ncreas1ng numbers of

'studeiks aré experiencing home and family prob]ems as well as within-

' »»

student def1c1ts,.dysfunct1ons, ‘and d1sab111t1es, and are in need of i

i e

Hd
spec1a1 educat1on services . ‘In 1979 the Nat1ona4 ‘Education Association

Gsked a, nat1ona1 samp]e of regu]ar c1assroom teachers t6 1dent1fy the

v causespof students academic and sot1a1 prob]ems (Teacher Opinion No11§

ros
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«

- are arbitrary.

1979) 0f thdse'teEchers'respdnding, 81% said student difficulties
g - -

re caused by home and fam11y prob]ems, 14% sdid they were caused‘by .

*
w1th1n-student ‘deficits, 4% attributed problems to the ways in wh1ch
. s . 0" \ .
schools are organized, while 1% said problems were due to inadequate . -
" instruction: - : ’

\

The fourthiexplanation is that we-have developed a "massive system

of identificationﬂ (Ysseldyke &’A{éozzine, 1982) designed to eccommodﬁte
a*;an increasﬁng {ack of tolerance by teachers f;r ?difference.", It is
argued that an increase in the lack of tgierance on the’partvdf teachers, et
along with an increase‘in the availability of services, hﬁs*fostered a

shuff11ng of the degks," an 1ncreased movement of students from regular

P

to spec1a1 educat1on services. G]ass (1981) noted that menta1.retardat1on, \

speech impairment, learning disability, and emotional disturbance are

S, . .
such non-specific conditions that they can be be]ieved to exist in 4.7% ) -

.

of the population 1n one U.S. State (Delaware) and 0.1% in an adJacent

area (Washington, D.C.). He observed that current d1agnost1c pract1ces

Scr1ven (1981) refers to a current "diagnostic scanda]
Sarason and Dor1s (1979) state that the diagnostic process 5% chhr@éter1zed

by a search for pathology and an effort to f1gure out what is wrong w1th oo

l‘

~an individual, They emphas1ze that persons other than the neferriu‘ o -

indiVidua] (e. 9. teachers or parents) initiate the referra] to~p1acement

S

proce€s; the character1&t1cs of the individual do not' in 1so1at1on,

<Jead directly to referral for d1agnost1c study, but the'1nteract1on be- . ~
< \ % . s
“tween’ those characteristits and the character1st1cs of -the 1n1t1ator do<

4 ) . - )

The accuracy 6f decision makers in the referra]‘to p}acement process' ’ )

Algozzine and Ysseldyke (1981)"reported:that 51%"

. .. :
® . o ) -~ f

’ 3 “ .- -
. . = -
* . lal]
: . . , .
’
.

‘hés been addressed.
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of p]acement team dec1s1on makers dec]ared normal students eligible for -
spec1a1 educatton services. Ysseldyke, A]gozz1ne Richey, %nd-Graden -
(]981) reperted essentjaT1y no relationship between the deé1s1ons reached
by pTatenent teams amd the extent to which the assessment data\presented
at tean meetings supported those decisions. -Shepard and Smith L1981)c
reported that 49% of the students placed in PCDl(penéeptua1 and communi-
tation disorders) c]asses‘in Colorado were misp]aced; : -

The “purpose of this investigation %as not to test the validity of

the competing'exb}anatiOns for the large increase in numbers of students

‘
L.

served by special education. Rather, the purpose was to provide data that

‘would help support or negate the competing explanations. To date, there

have been no‘data on the probability that refernai for psychoeducational
. i » . '
evalyation will result in placement in specja] education services. We.

investigated specifically the numbers of referreq students who were
evaluated, and the number of evaluated students who received special edu-

cation services during 1977-78, 1978-79, and 1979-80 school years.

Me théd ) *
e e \
"The subjeqts were 94 Specta] Edutation Diréctors from 37 states
who responded with comp]ete\information for a giveﬁ school year. No
data were rece1ved from Arkansas, De]aware, Georg1a, Hawa11, Kentucky,

New Hampsh1re, New Mexnco, 0k1ahoma, Oregon, Rhode Island, South Carolina,

, Sauth Dakota; and Utah. The range of Sp§¢ial Education Directors respond-

ing from any<one state was one to five. - - g

The respondents were distributed fairly evenly across the four,

>
-
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Bureau'o% Census Classification regions: Ndrtheagt - 22%, North cenf?a] -
" 29%, South - 27%, West - 22%. Over half of the sampleidesignated their
community as rural (55%),.whi1e 19% @and 26% described thei; community
as, urban and suburban, respectively.
Materig]s

A brief pLstcard survey' (see Appendix A) was developed to obtain
infonm;!ion from Directors of Sﬁecia] Education. For each of three aca-’..

L4

demic years (1977-78, 1978-79, 1979-80), three questions were asked:
s
(1) how many students were réferred for psxchéeducatiOna1 evaluatisn,

(2) how many referred students were evaluated, and (3) how many eva]uéted
studenté received special education services? In gddition,.directors
wer; asked to provide demographic jnformation on their districts. -
Procedure - . ) _ ', «

A letter exp]dining the pdrpose of.the stddy and & postcarg were
mailed in January 1981 to\Specia1 éducation directors kandgmﬁy selected
from a stéte-prqyided 1{st§ of directofss The number of directors in
each state who were.sent questionnaires gorresponded to tﬁ; number of.
representatives in the U.S.'Congress, resu]finé in—an initial mailing”
of,{35 postcards. For each;]ettgr returned due to an:incorrect dddress;
another was mailed to another director réndom]& selécted from that state.
After six weeks, thé return rate was only 12% (51 postcards). Since‘it
appeared that it.wouiﬁznot be pogsib1é to obtain the information using
the original criteria, a decision was made to secure data from at 1east

two directors per state. The second mailing of 315 lettgis'and postcards

was based on the need to fulfill this requirement, with directors again

being randomly selected from the remaining names on the original 14sts.

N

1)




. .unavai1ab}e was gtapled to each of the 315 postcards in theasecohd mail-

k Y

\v

9 | ‘ "5

$pecﬁfic crite(ja we{e followed for determining thg number ma{]ed per
staté. If no postcards had beep'returned from a sta;e, six were’sent’
in the second-mailing; if 6ne postcard had been returned, four were
seﬁt in ihf'fol1ow-up; and if a state had returned two po§tcards, two ¢
were sent. In additionl due to the low return rate,o; the original

mailing, a statgment requesting return of the postcard if the data were

[

¢ AN
ing; . - : ‘
Data,Analysis . 3 A 3 ’
Only those postcards fo} which inférmation was complete for a school
year (e.g., numbers referred, evaluated, and eligible) were inc]udéd,fh} .

the data analysis. The numbers provided by directors for éach academic

year were averaged and then converted go‘percentage§'to reflect (a) referred

-

students who were evaluated, and (b) evaluated students who were declared.
eligible” for Special Education servicés. The percentages were analyzed

" for ghé éota] national sample, for the four éESgraphic regions (i.e.,’
-hdrtheast, north central, south, and @est), and for, the.three types of’

_community {e.g., urban, suburban, rural). . | >

Results e
The return rate of the postcards was 22%. Of the 164 returned post-

cards, 35 (4.6% for 750; 11% for 315) were returned blank, ]2 (1.6%) pro-

.

’ L
_vided partidl information (e.g., only placement data), 23 (3%) completed

the po§€zg;3‘inaccurat€1y, and 94 (12.5%) provided requested information

»

accurately. Two factors influenced the return rate. Many directors reported

that they do not have access to these data; others completed the ﬁostcards :

4
. AN

-
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inaccurately by giving data on the téta],ndﬁbec of, students enrolled

n spgcia1 education (e.g., 415 teferred, 400 evaluated, 3219 served).
) . )

-

/ . ‘ )
Only the 94 accurgfe sets of data were analyzed.
’ )

. Total Sample L o '
" Tablesl presents the-percentages ¢f referred students evaluated
\ ‘o . ’

and evaluated students se(ved for each of the school years during 1977-80.

: ‘The percentage of referred students who weré\eva1uated was cohsistently

]

about 92% each year and the percentage of evaluated students who received

o .

b special education w&s éonsisteni]y about 78%. Thus, if a student ‘s
re%grred for psychoeducational evaluation, it appears the probability
is about .92°that the stLdent_wiT&i@ tés;éd. If a student is testéq,
the prbbabi]ity js qpqut .78 that the student will be declared eligible

. .

for and receive special education services. Considerable variance in
¢ [ , * .

1. probabilities was observed, as indicated by the ranges reggrted in paren-.

-

theses in-Table 1. 1In.some districts, as few as 39% of referred students

“were eva]ugtedi‘{ﬁgothers all.referred students were evaluated. "In

® some districts. as _few as 10% of evaluated students were placed, in others,

3

100% of evaldated students were Q]aéZd., } ~

L3

& e e e e m m e m e e = = o m m o= l\ . ;

—

Type of Community . t

.. ‘ Also included in Table 1 are percéntaggs'brokeﬁ‘down by type of
com@unity (rural, urban, suburban). While probabilities af?oss the
/:tﬁ}ee school years'were'consistéht‘Within'eacﬁ type of community, €iffer-
\\\\;\ = ences were observed betweep rural, urban, and suburban district;.

- ’ ’
. Fewer referred students were -evaluated in urban distritts. Similarly,

*»

11 o
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fewer evaluated students received special education services inh urban

(abolt 62%) than'in rural (about 73%) or suburbdn (abbut 73%) districts.

Gqufaph1c Reqgion -. -

Data a1so were ana]yzed separately by red1on,,these data are sum—
[ .
marized in Table 2. Percentages w1th1n‘each of the four regions were
4

§tab1e‘ad$oss the three school years. - Yet, there wére differences be-

P 2
tween'regions. More evaluated students were declared eligible in the

© Soutfilabaut.80%) and West (about.77%) than in the Northeast (about 67%)

]

and North central

- L3

(abolit 65%) regions. S

.
° . . - s = = = = = - -

- Insert Tabie 2 about here
- - = /
. T CoTTTTTTTTEm T T T g
~ D1scu551oa s o

* The re%urh rate for this survey\gj\715'Directors of Special Educa-*

t1on was low, suggest1ng %hat many schoo];d1§tr1cts do nodkhave data on
the quest1on§ asked Th1s is troub]esome «,D1str1cts shou]d be gather-
“ing data on the cost effect1Veness of the referra] to-placement process.

0vera11 the probab111t1es assoc1ated w1th‘fhe eva]uat1on of referred

AN
. students and the de11very of special educat1om serv1ces to evaluated

L » -

students were high. At the samé time, there were\d1ffbrence§ among dis-

-
.

- .tricts in-di.fferent géographic regions of. the U.S,,.and among urban,

rura], and suburban districté

There are at 1east severa] a]ternat1ve

.

explanatigns for the observed differences.

Py

.

°

It could be argued that there\rea]]y are'd}fferences in the preva-

=~

lence, and thus, incidence, of handicapeing conditions in different

localities:

¢

[

It could be, for example, that there really are more mentally
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retarded, 1earning oisab1edl and emotiona11y distunhed students in the
SR ‘ 4 :

sduth and west than in other regions of the country., Tt could be that

there ‘are more handicapped students Tiving in rura] and suburban distrnicts

than in urban settings. . . \’ 2"\
PN A second explanation for the observed findings"is an ecological one.
. . . .

It could. be argued:that the different vaiues, expectations, ano social

/.

contexts- of different region5°and communities directly influence standards

for deciding that specific kinds of behaviors are deviant. If this is.

true, we would expect to find the kinds of variance we found. E ,

A.third'eXplanation relates to ‘differences in the ways in which the
. . .
referral-to-placement process is organized in different regions and

school districts. Obsemved differences in probabilities might be accounted ” -

-

for by differences in the'use~of consultation, building-level teams, etc.

*

" A fourth competing exp]gnation is that differences in probabilities ,

are a direct function of differences in the critéria used to declare a.

student eligible for special education services. We know, for example,

‘that dif?erent;statés,_and districts wtthjn states, use different criteria
for dec]arﬁng students eligible for LD services (Mercer, Forgnone, &
Wolking, 1976): : : BRI

Ay

The most 1og1ca1 explanat1on for our f1nd1ngs 1s a po11t1ca1 one.

A

Overall, the probab111t1es assoc1ated with the referra] to- p]acement

. $ .

process are high.  ¥We do not believe that teachers are -so good at spot-
t1ng hand1capped students that theyJ@re accurate roughly 75% of the t1me *
R;!her, we question the purpose be1ng served by assessment in schoo]

settings where an average of 78% of assessed students are dec]ared eli-

_gible for service, and espec1a11y in the many sett1ngs where 100% of

13-
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~

eya]ﬁated students pre declared eligible %drvépecia1veducation service.,

Ysseldyke and A]gozgiPe (1982) describe current assessment prac-

£iceg‘as teacher-driven and as operating on- the assgmptfoﬁ ﬁhat the

‘ phrpose of assessment is to find out what %s wfong with students idepti-
fied by teachers as-having somethiné wrong with fhem. They provide data
suggesting that placement téam meetings are capitulation cgnferences. We
concurowith the statement that "special edu?atibn diagno;is i; a duke's
mixture of politics, science Fiction,'medicing, social Qork,~administra—a

tive cbnvenience, and-what not" (Glass, 1981 ﬂ. 2). These data, along
with the findings that 49% of PED s?udehts in Colorado are misplaced
(Shepard & Smith, 1981),'that 51% oﬁ;decision makers declare normal
students eligible for special education services (Algozzine & Ysseiayke
1981), and that ther; is ho re]étionéhip between decisions made by p]ace?b
ment teams and fhe‘extent to which data collected support those decisions
(Ysseldyke et al., 1981), raise critical, indeed embarrassing, questions'
abou£ the reférré]-to-p]acement process. We believe it is time to recog-
nize the social-political context within which the referral-to-placement
process operates, and to work rapidly to develop a defensible system

~

for making service delivery and resource allocation decisions.

: T f
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. Footnote ,
N

Bob Algozzine is *also Associate Professor‘in the Department of

A

Special Education agwthe University of Florida, Gainegvilles

]THere are no reliable national statistics on the numbers of

3

students served p#ior to October, 1976 (Dénie]son, u. S. Ofijce %f

-

Special Education, personal communfcation, 1981).
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« - T Tabled

.

Percentéées of’Re%errgd Students Evaluated and Percentages of

Evaluated Students Servéd for the Total Sample and for

Each Type of'Communitya

L 1977-78

1978-79

1979-80

Total SamQTeb

Referred Students Evalgpmted 91.9
Evaluated Sgydents Served 73.7

Rurq] Districts

: Referred Students Evaluated 92.

7
Evaluated Students Served 73.4.

Urban Districts

\7 Ld
Referred Students Evaluated 84.9
Evaluated Students Served 63.0

Suburban Districis

<N

(39-100) 92.4 (43-100) 92.1 (46-100)

(10-100) 73.

(68-100) 92.

—

—

(17-100) 72.2 (18-100)

a

(43-100) "92.8 (48-100)

(10-100), 74.1 (28-100) 72.9 (27-100)

(39-100) 89.
(16-97)  61.

W

(46-100) 86.2 (46-100)
(17-97) 61.7 (18-98)

. J
Referred Students Evaluated 92.6 (59-100) 93.4 (68-100) 93.7 (70-100)
Evaluated Students Served 73.5 (25-100) 73.5 (27-100) 72.9 (25—109)

- -~

Nombers in parentheses are the ranges‘of percentages.

b

—

Data for the total are not an average of data for rural; urban, ang

" suburban districts because some Directors did-not report copmunity

characteristics.
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o
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\ Table 2
Percentages of Referred Students Evaluated and Percentages of

. !
Evg]uated Students Served by Geographic Regiona .

. Region 1977-78 1978-79 "'1979-80
Northeast ) . )
o Referred Students-Evaluated 91.0 (39-100) " 91.7 (46-100) 92.7 (46-100)
. Evaluated Students Served 67.5. (10-100) 66.3 (17-100) 68.5 (18-100)
North central ' ~ K ..
a Referred Students Evaluated 92.3 (60-100) 92.5 (43-100) 90.8 (48-100)
Evaluated Students Served 65.1 (25-100) 65.6 (28-96) 65.6 (22-97) .
TN N R
South )
Referred Students Evaluated 93.1 (68-100) “91.6 (49-100) 93.0 (64-100) «- -
‘) Evaluated Students Served 80.9 (35-100) “81.8 (42-100) 79.0 (45-100)
West X
Referred Students Evaluated 90.9 (59-100) 93.8 (75-100) 92.0 (68-100)
. Evaluated Students Served _ .81.2 (25-100) 78.8 (27-100) 74.6 (25-100)
INumbers in parentheses are the ranges of percentages. ) N
'Y " N
L] \.'fi, '
- - \ ¢
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